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Teacher Guide

Kimchi & Calamari

(Grade 3-8)
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Summary

In many ways, Joseph Calderaro is a typical middle school kid, coping with nagging parents and annoying little sisters and dealing with angst over which girl to invite to the eighth grade Farewell Formal. Yet he is different too. Joseph was born in Korea and adopted by an Italian-American family, and this duality becomes more apparent to him when he is assigned a school essay on ancestry

Unable to talk to his parents on the topic, Joseph makes up an ancestry tale that relates him to a famous Korean Olympian, which causes turmoil at home and school and eventually leads to a search for his birth mother.

Along the way Joseph discovers that his identity is in many ways “a sandwich,” or a multilayered blend of his birth origin, his Korean ethnicity, his Italian-American upbringing, and his own individuality. 

Themes

KIMCHI & CALAMARI addresses several themes that students can relate to, including identity and self-discovery, multiculturalism and culture clash, and integrity and plagiarism. The story is presented in a humorous, first person narrative that both engages students and enables them to empathize with the character’s struggle. 

Themes presented can be explored in follow-up activities in the areas of Language Arts, Social Studies, and Health/Home & Careers, and can be tailored to discussions, group and/or individual projects, and journaling and other forms of writing.

Follow-Up Activities

These curriculum-connected activities are suitable for intermediate elementary school (grades 3-5) as well as middle school. Grade six and up can explore such themes with more detail and complexity.

A. Language Arts


1. My Name Is…

In KIMCHI & CALAMARI, Joseph discovers the origin of his Korean name, “Duk-kee”, meaning “virtue” and “profit”.  He also learns that his American name was chosen in honor of a saint in his adoptive family’s religion, and a promise his mother made. 

Students gain self-discovery by reflecting on and completing a writing assignment on the origins of their own names. The assignment can be launched with a letter home to families, explaining that a lesson will begin on the meanings of names and ask parents/guardians to assist by sharing with their children the origins of their given names. (Note: Letter should convey sensitivity, as names and origins may hold memories of sadness or loss, however significant and meaningful.)

Teachers may use this lesson to provide background knowledge on how children are named in various cultures. (For additional reference, refer to a book about naming called WHO TALKS FUNNY? by Brenda S. Cox, Linnet Books, New Haven, CT, 1995.) In this book, Cox discusses how in American families, for example, children usually have three names, first, middle name and family name. In Vietnam, the family name comes first, the middle name is “Thi” for girls and “Van” for boys, and the given name is last. In Arab countries, a child has a given name first but the father’s name is next, followed by the grandfather’s name, with the family name often coming last.)

Students can share their My Name Is writing with classmates or a special family event can be hosted during which children read excerpts from their pieces.

2. We Are What We Celebrate

In KIMCHI & CALAMARI, Joseph gains self-knowledge by experiencing cultural food and celebrations. While dining with the Han family, he learns much about traditional Korean foods, customs, and values. And in noting how his Italian-American adoptive family honors his birthday with a favorite meal and a traditional coming-of-age gift (gold corno), he further appreciates the role of traditions in his life.

Students can gain knowledge about their own family story by exploring what traditions, holidays and special occasions their families celebrate and how they choose to honor them.

Students can complete a visual project documenting these family traditions. They can also be encouraged to bring in photographs, objects or foods that give insight to these celebrations.

3. Self Sandwiches & Meet My Classmate, The Sandwich

Joseph describes himself as an ethnic sandwich: “Korean on the outside, Italian on the inside, and some days, the other way around.” He further bemoans how conflicted he feels both at home and school in the many roles he must play and demands on his time.

Students today (and teachers too, for that matter!) can identify with this concept of feeling “sandwiched,” whether it be due to mixed ethnicity, religion, race/nationality, or because of such factors as divorce, family and school expectations, or busy schedules due to sports and/or extracurricular activities.

(a) Self Sandwiches: Playing on this “sandwich” concept, lower elementary grade students can create their own “Self Sandwiches”, using foam and colorful paper to create a sandwich with various labels that convey the many parts of their personality and self. These Self Sandwiches can be shared with classmates allowing time for Q&A reflection.

(b) Meet My Classmate, The Sandwich: Older students can assume the role of journalists and interview each other in what ways life has them feeling “sandwiched” and how they cope with this, providing generous details. The interviews can then be shared in presentations to the class. Students will learn the importance of asking thoughtful questions, organizing material, and making presentations in an engaging manner.

B. Social Studies

1. Tracing the Life Journey

Joseph is born in Pusan, South Korea, and from there travels to Nutley, NJ, where he joins his adoptive family.

To enhance geographic skills, lower grade elementary students can trace this journey on a globe, calculating the distance traveled, discerning land/water bodies crossed and time zone differences.

Students can also share their life-geography journeys and trace paths from where they (or their parents) were born to where they reside.

2. Mock Debate: “To Burn Or Not To Burn”

At the start of KIMCHI & CALAMARI, Joseph submits a poster project on the topic of flag desecration. 


Classes can explore the topic, “What is flag desecration?", study the history of flag burning incidents, and prepare a mock debate with pro and con teams on whether a Constitutional amendment should prohibit flag desecration.

3. Who Are your Ancestors?

Joseph sets out to discover more about his roots because of a social studies essay that challenges him to explore his own ancestry. 

All students have the opportunity to explore their family origins, and yet studies show that children often have little knowledge about their ancestors. (Note: again sensitivity should be applied, given some students are not in traditional families and some may not have access to information due to adoption or other family dynamics. Offer options for the assignment such as allowing students to explore their cultural origins from a historical perspective rather than personal, or focusing on an individual family member vs. many ancestors.) 

Ancestry projects connect to curriculum on U.S. immigration. Students can be assigned essays, visual projects or oral presentations that celebrate their ancestry origins and acclimation to America. The sharing of such assignments can tie directly into multicultural themes and offer opportunities for students' self expression and pride.

Such projects can be written or presented in other creative forms such as scrapbook, DVD, or art quilt.

3. What is Genocide, and how do we stop it? 

In the story, Joseph researches the history of Korea and reads about the Japanese occupation (1910-1945), when Korea was controlled by Japan and forced to abandon its culture. Joseph learns about Sohn Kee Chung, the Korean runner who was forced to compete in the 1936 Olympics representing Japan.

Students can gain knowledge regarding the Japanese occupation of Korea (1910-1945). This difficult period in Korea’s history had similarities to other examples of cultural genocide to include the Holocaust, the plight of American Indians, the Balkans, Cambodia, and more recently, Darfur and Rwanda.

Classrooms discussions/research in small groups can provide insight to these wrongdoings and discuss ways cultural genocide has been halted. Students can gain knowledge on the role they play as citizens in bringing attention to such atrocities and encouraging leaders to take action.
C. Health/Home & Careers

1. Family Recipe Book 

From its title to references of bulgogi and eggplant parmesan, KIMCHI & CALAMARI is rich with food references. These foods provide insight to Joseph’s life and cultural being.

Students can create recipe books that share family recipes and traditions. This activity can culminate with a food celebration in which a dish is brought to school to sample.

2. Scrapbook

Students can create scrapbooks celebrating their cultural heritage and life stories.

